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Abstract:
In Western culture, human beings have long sought to separate themselves from “nature,” but that attitude
is not sustainable. We are part of the ecosystems around us; we rely on the earth to meet all of our vital
needs. Social and ecological justice issues often overlap. As we face the climate crisis, these systemic
concerns, such as food-access, clean water, and climate-changing pollution, begin to feel more and more
personal for those previously unaffected, such as myself. Farming stands at the crux of many of these
issues. This project explores human relation to the land through the lens of my personal experiences as an
intern at Lily Springs Farm, a regenerative agriculture farm in Osceola, Wisconsin. The paintings and
reflective essays that make up this project explore the lessons found in that experience. Through personal
stories and images of the farm, I explore how human beings fit into ecosystems, and suggest what it might
look and feel like to culturally redefine our relationship to land and shift our agricultural practices to
restorative and regenerative ones. I ask you to consider what it would mean if the land owned us instead
of the other way around. In the case of the complex ecosystem of relationships between social and
ecological issues the metaphorical becomes closer to literal and lines blur between human social
relationships and ecological relationships between plant communities. This project invites the viewer to
look around the farm with me, and begin to reexamine their conceptions of farming, reconnect with their
own land-based experiences, and imagine a joyful and sustainable future.
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Part I: reflections on the process

On Land
“Land? You want to talk about LAND?” exclaims my best friend Liz, incredulous.
We are standing in a small 3rd floor gallery at the Minneapolis Institute of Art, late on a Saturday
morning as August transitions to September. The photography of Meadow Muska is on display, and we
are both eager to connect with the lineage of local lesbians. The ancestors our parents couldn’t tell us
stories about, whose blood we don’t carry, but who walked ahead of us just the same.
Above the pictures on the wall to our right, “Strong Women, Full of Love” is printed in large
letters. Later, we will take pictures of each other beneath the words.
We both laugh, a little ironically, looking wide-eyed at each other, reacting to the words on the wall
explaining a particular picture.
The photo is beautiful: of a tough looking woman, working on something in front of a barn.
Topless, looking into the camera, with her hair held back by a bandana and a braid. The description talks
about women-owned land and queer women creating safe spaces for themselves in the woods. Their
dreams were of building lineage where land may be passed down to and through women, as a way of
subverting the patriarchy. This longing for a queer farm haven resonates bodily in my own chest as I read.
Elsewhere in the exhibit there is a picture of a topless woman confronting a park ranger amongst
the trees, women gathered around a fire, dancing outdoors, and many more with the theme of nature.
Meadow’s crowd of queer women, from my moms’ own time of young adulthood, clearly looked to the
natural world for healing. I do that too.
Liz and I are making this joke with the all too familiar motivation of avoiding the sickening
feeling of guilt that comes with understanding that we live every moment on stolen land. And that our
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white queer foremothers are not exempt as actors of genocide just because they faced their own
challenges with oppression. Part of our liniage is genocide; and that’s a very painful pill to swallow.
So.
“Land? You want to talk about LAND?”
Yes, I do.
--In all the creation stories I have heard thus far, we humans were created last. Even in the narrative
of creation science tells us this seems to be true. Maybe not literally, but we certainly evolved into a world
fully formed to greet us.
Although I have not spent much time reading or memorizing creation stories, the longer I think,
the more I remember. From my childhood I remember the Greek story of Gaia, the earth, who mothered
to the titans, who fathered the gods, who now care for humans. And in Christianity, how God created the
earth and all life upon her in order to serve the needs of Adam and Eve, his final and most favored
creations.
More recently I have been told the Māori creation story, in which the earth and the sky,
Papatūānuku and Ranginui, fall in love and create the first children. Those children, who are gods,
eventually break free of their parents’ restrictive embrace, separating the earth and sky forever and
opening the world up for life.
This summer I first read one version of the Dakota creation story, recounted by Waziyatawin in
her book What Does Justice Look Like? In this story Wakan creates human beings after creating all other
creatures before us, in order to appease his loneliness. He creates humans out of the red clay body of his
wife, Mother Earth. He also creates us in need of the most help. All the other animals must teach us how
to live because we do not know the things they do.
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In Robin Wall Kimmer’s book Braiding Sweetgrass, I read the story of Skywoman falling to
earth, and how land was created in a group effort between all the animals in order for her to live. This
story is especially tender because Muskrat sacrificed his life retrieving earth from the bottom of the water,
and is why I like to refer to North America as Turtle Island as often as I can.
As you read, I invite you to think of any creation stories you remember from your own life.
There are a few common threads that I would like to pull out of all the creation stories I know:
one is that whether created out of earth or each other’s bones, humans are organic, earthly beings; and
following from that, that we are the final creations in a world made to care for us. Contrary to popular
attitude, this does not mean that we are favoured above all else, but in fact that we are the most pitiful.
The pitiful-ness of humans is a concept introduced to me during my fall semester of 2019 by professor
Sam Grant, and exemplified most for me in the Dakota, Lakota, and Annishinabe teachings I have heard
about how each animal carries wisdom we can learn from, that we must strive towards all of our lives.
A sidebar about American Whiteness and creation stories:
“Frances says that to have a culture is to have a creation story. And ritual and songs… and we don’t
really have any of that.”
My friend Miranda, who I go to my internship at Lily Springs Farm with, shared this wisdom
from one of her indigenous mentors with me, as she often does. Her mentor said that White Americans
do not have culture.
I agree with Frances in terms of what defines a culture. But I would challenge us to expand our
definition of what constitutes a creation story. As Americans, our creation story is two tier, like the
greek and roman titans coming before the gods, Christopher Columbus came before the Mayflower and
the founding fathers. Just like that, a new world is created, never mind the people who were already
here, the many worlds already under creation on this land. No matter how much we try to deny our
racism, in our collective American consciousness, this land was meaningless before its “discovery” and
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the founding of America. The founding fathers pulled it out of darkness, nothingness; like God on the
first day, or the big bang. Even in my own unconventional and progressive childhood education, the
truth that genocide is the foundation of the country felt like it was brushed neatly under the rug. And as
for rituals, I offer football for your consideration.

On September 6, 2018, I wrote in my journal, “Even the minute moss and fungi on the trees in the
forest are more permanent than we humans are, for they do not question their interconnectedness. They
cycle willingly into the circle of life, never once questioning their role in the infinite.” Over the course of
this year I have begun to think it is not anthropomorphizing1 to think of these beings as enlightened, as
teachers for us to follow. Of course they do not think, feel, conceptualize, or speak as we do, but we do.
So there is no reason we should not use our own contexts to make sense of their teachings.
--During the semester I spent in Aotearoa (New Zealand), spring 2019, I was able to deeply
embody indigenious teachings for the first time. Beginning to understand what it truly meant to see
landforms; mountains, rivers, the ocean, as ancestors marked a crucial shift in my understanding of our
place as humans in relation to the rest of the world, as kin to all things.
When I think about land, even just sitting in my apartment, I can feel my whole body reacting. I
write this during the first freezes of winter, but I still picture the soil dark and rich, almost fluffy; ready to
embrace me, like a Hozier lyric or a Mary Oliver poem. My chest softens, starting from my heart, at the
thought of lying on the ground. It feels like laying on my mother’s shoulder: calm.

an·thro·po·mor·phize
/ˌanTHrəpəˈmôrˌfīz/
1

verb
1.

attribute human characteristics or behavior to (a god, animal, plant, or object).
"people's tendency to anthropomorphize their dogs"
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Harkening back to those creation stories, we are created from the earth, sometimes literally,
sometimes by just a few degrees of separation. The earth is the body of our collective mother. Even from
the least spiritual viewpoint, we rely on the Earth to provide for our lives, all of our nourishment and
energy comes from Her: food, water, shelter, fuel. Of course it makes sense that we are all always
thinking about Her, directly or indirectly.
So often, upon meeting someone new, I have learned who they are through the context of land.
Especially in the Midwest, where our colonialist heritage centers around farming, in Mnisota where our
weather is extreme, we ask each other, “Where are you from?” and we talk about the latest weather
phenomenon—not as a cop-out for true connection, but because it is truly at the forefront of importance in
our lives. We tell our stories based on location and homesteading, where our ancestors traveled from and
ended up in their immigration. Many people can tell the stories of their farms all the way back to the first
ancestor who staked a claim under the Homestead Act.
One Saturday this November, I went to a conference hosted by the Living Earth Center and the
School Sisters of Notre Dame in Mankato MN with my friend Frances. Before the speakers started we sat
around our table asking each other where we were from. Those of us who had cities in common spent
time describing neighborhoods and landmarks, searching for recognition and commonality.
The theme of the conference was Women and Land: A Scared Connection. One of the speakers
was there to represent the “everyday woman,” as opposed to the other speakers who were farmers and
change makers, and one Lakota healer. This woman told her story, wondering out loud for the benefit of
all, “What can I do? If I don’t own land? If I don’t have a green thumb?” In my words: if your calling has
not been to lead, fight, manage land, or teach, but to raise a family, manage a home, work in an office, or
live in town, what can you do?
The speaker responded to the topic of the conference: our sacred connection to the land. As she
had been pondering what to say in her speech, she told us, it finally hit her. Driving through one of those
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expansive Target parking lots, she realized that under that asphalt is land. Sacred land. That all of this
land is our sacred land, even when it’s covered up by concrete.
I knew exactly what she was talking about because I have felt that feeling too. With increasing
frequency since my time in Aotearoa. It’s part of why it’s so easy for me to feel dissociated in the city, but
also part of my ability to find grounding. Even walking down the concrete sidewalk, knowing the earth is
there underneath it is comforting. When we begin to accept the Earth as the body of our mother, the way
we move through the world changes drastically.
By the end of the conference, her question was up for many in the room: “So, what do we do?”
It surprised me that I had not wondered that once all day.
On my wall at home, I have a list of wisdom from Adrianne Marie Brown’s Emergent Strategy:
●

Small is good. Small is all. (The large is a reflection of the small.)

●

Change is constant (be like water).

●

There is always enough time for the right work.

●

There is a conversation in the room that only these people at this moment can have. Find it.

●

Never a failure, always a lesson.

●

Trust the people. (if you trust the people, they become trustworthy.)

●

Move at the speed of trust.

●

Focus on critical connections more than critical mass--build resiliency by building relationships.

●

Less prep, more presence.

●

What you pay attention to grows.

Allowing this wisdom to guide my life has changed my embodiment of what “doing something”
looks like. By being at that conference, we were already doing something. The change in this “everyday
woman’s” soul from connecting with the sacred land under the target parking lot is a critical connection
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outward from which change may spiral in any number of ways. She may change the language she uses
with her kids allowing them to embody new ways of relating to the land. She may tell this story to
neighbors and family members who may then have their own versions of similar realizations. And most
importantly, she will know exactly what to do when the time comes.

Wangari Maathai & Krista Tippit
Early in my internship, during one of my drives from the farm back to the city, I listened to an old
episode of On Being with Krista Tippit. This episode was with Wangari Maathai, a familiar hero to me
from my first-ever women’s studies class in 2014. Maathai discussed her return to the important, ancient,
sacred, indeginous ecological knowledge held by women where she was from and, in this particular story,
passed on to her by her mother. Although the people, including her parents, in the village where she grew
up had converted to Christianity, many of their older land-based traditions survived. The story Maathai
told was that there was a strict teaching to never cut a certain type of tree for firewood, even after the
tree’s death, because that tree was sacred, a tree of God. When Tippit why that certain tree, Maathai went
on to explain the tree’s ecological functions: to send roots deep down making the ground water accessible
to the beings on the surface, and to hold, with those same roots, the soil in place on the mountain,
protecting the people from landslides and erosion.
Krista’s response to this description was, “So, the reasons to not cut down the tree were actually
somewhat pragmatic?”
Maathai agreed with her so they could move on to the next question, but I knew that Krista Tippit
had missed the point of the story entirely. The ecological, so called pragmatic, scientifically observable
functions of this tree, are in fact, exactly what make it sacred. It does not matter if we call this tree a
“keystone species” or a tree of God, the ecological and sacred are inseparably intertwined. As with all
life.
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The longer I worked on the farm, the more I came to notice this in everyday existence.

On Hemp, Apple Trees, and Cows
One cold Friday in early November, I was working with Kenny, one of the farm staff. I always
enjoyed time spent working alongside him because of his quiet and steady energy. Fridays were often
low-energy, especially once it began getting cold: once a body stops for lunch, it’s very hard to get it
moving again. In anticipation of the coming snow, Kenny and I were tasked with wrapping screens
around the fruit trees in the orchard to protect their sweet bark from starving rodents who would burrow
under the snow overwinter. Teaching me how to secure the screens around the trees, both Kenny and the
farm manager Drew had explained how to fold the tops down to prevent irritating or injuring the tree
where the screen would rub against them in the wind. Although this has a very practical reason behind it,
to avoid killing or compromising our trees, the predominant feeling I had about this task is that I am
taking care of my kin, making sure they are ready for winter. Just as I have been doing for myself in my
apartment.
During a day of farm work at Lily Springs, the conversation tends to flow only intermittently, but
the topics are always engaging. Something about being outside and doing regenerative work brings
engaging and thoughtful topics to mind.
I don’t remember what I had asked Kenny, but he told me, “I’d really like to try growing apple
trees sometime. You know, you can’t just plant an apple seed. If you do, I’m pretty sure they will only
grow into crab apples.”
I had never known how apple trees were grown. Kenny went on to explain that the most sure-fire
way to propagate an apple tree that will produce the type and flavour of fruit you want, is to take a cutting
from a mature tree and graft it to existing roots. The roots must be cultivated and split from each other to
receive the cuttings.
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This surprised me, and for some reason I immediately thought of Johnny Appleseed. Maybe
because his journey across America spreading seeds suddenly seemed like a lie.
“So apple trees are so domesticated that they wouldn’t propagate by themselves in the wild?”
“Yeah.”
The concept of domesticated plants was not a new one to me: I learned about the advent of
farming in Mesopotamia as a grade schooler, since then I’ve understood selective breeding, and more
recently GMOs and the Green Revolution, but something hit different about the apples. I thought of cows.
Cows, along with all livestock, like pets, are domestic animals to the point that they don’t survive
in the wild. As opposed to being reliant on humans, as we are taught to think, these animals are closely
tied to us in a web of interdependence. Over generations and generations we have co-evolved to rely on
each other for nourishment and shelter. Not to mention the joy, peace, and countless teachings animal
companionship brings to our lives.
The concept of coevolution is of much interest to me. There is no domination, neither us over the
cows, nor the cows over us, instead perhaps we have each tamed the other, coevolved to be responsible
for each other. And I’m not only thinking of cows, it’s also my favorite thing about hemp.
Probably one of the first things I heard about hemp at Lily Springs from permaculture designer
Lindsay Rebhan, was that it’s one of the oldest plants to have co-evolved with humans. A tragedy that we
lost our connection with it through prohibition. My second favorite trivia about hemp is that all the sails
and ropes for the ships that brought european colonizers around the world were made of hemp fiber. It is
an extremely versatile plant, with endless possibilities, and our connection with it is ancient.
I can imagine early human ancestors and this plant learning alongside each other: how to cultivate
and be cultivated, how to process fiber, weave, and produce fabric, how to grow fibrous and tall, how to
harvest seeds to replant next year, how to grow seeds to ensure one’s replanting, how and when to
produce the right amount of cannabinoids, and how to track those cycles and harvest at the right time. The
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characteristics of hemp shaped human practices, and humans' needs shaped the characteristics of hemp.
Then, we brought hemp with us around the world.
Hemp is a perennial, so we need to plant new seedlings each year, but as the other farm staff
member, Elle said, “We’ll see how many volunteers we have in the field next year.” Since some of our
plants were fertilized, there were plenty of seeds dropped in the field. Hemp does not need us in order to
keep producing, but we must guide the plants if we want them to produce in the ways most beneficial.
The plants in the field will always tell us things about the local ecology, health of the soil and what they
need, if only we know how to listen. Then, next year we can make changes based on their suggestions. It
is truly a relationship, a long, slow learning process, year by year, ever evolving.
This relationship between farmer and hemp does not exist in independence. The hemp also has a
relationship with the cover crop, the microbes, the soil, the rain, birds, and insects, to name a few. And
each of these beings also have relationships with each other. In this way a web is created.
If you take every player in any ecosystem and write their names down in a circle, then draw a
line from each one to all the others, you will end up with a beautiful, geometric, organic web. It looks
strong, as though if someone were to fall, it could catch them. I invite you to draw a web now: think of an
ecosystem you’re familiar with, people in your community, or any interreliant grouping you know, and
use them for your drawing.
Two of my favorite pictures of cover crops:

Mathews-Lingen, 12
The hemp field:

Old White Farmers and Synergy
“My daddy talked more like Foghorn Leghorn than I do.”
Rancher Will Harris talks with a thick Georgian accent. Although Foghorn Leghorn is a cultural
reference I admittedly had to look up, the rhythm of Harris’s speech is familiar to me from my favorite
movie, Fried Green Tomatoes. To my Minnesota-city-kid eyes and ears he’s like a caricature, with his
thick southern accent (thicker, infact, than Foghorn Leghorn’s), salt-and-pepper moustache-goatee
combo, and white straw cowboy hat, and yet he’s real. I’ve avidly watched a video of him talking for 14
minutes about his ranching operation, White Oak Pastures in Bluffton, Georgia many times, wide-eyed
and hanging on his every word. The video is called One Hundred Thousand Beating Hearts, and it’s part
of a series produced by Peter Byck called Soil Carbon Cowboys, which highlights farmers and ranchers
using regenerative practices on their farms.
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The personal allure for me of the farmers featured in the Soil Carbon Cowboy videos is almost
inexplicable. Harris’s thick country accent touches a very American part of me that I’d usually like to
pretend doesn’t exist. He’s a quintessential farmer from a long line of farmers before him, working close
with the land from dawn to dusk everyday. For someone like me, his lifestyle seems almost as mythical
and exciting as pirates. However, for someone like me, his accent, appearance, and where he’s from, is
supposed to spark fear, or perhaps disdain. I’ve been taught people like him are raised to hate people like
me, and people like me learn to hate people like him too. My queer identity has not been represented in
the stories either of us have heard about farmers.
In the video, Harris tells the story of how he became a regenerative farmer. He’s one of the
“good old boys,” he says, but he “went commando.” He recounts how his daddy started using nitrogen
fertilizer, and poignantly, how Bluffton is one of the poorest counties in the country. “Nobody of my
father’s generation said, ‘let’s just suck all the money outta this little town and let it dry up and blow
away,’” Harris tells us, although that has been one of the tragic results of the industrialization of
agriculture. The narrative of this video gives the farmers of past generations the grace they deserve, that
they have so often been denied, and tells a new story for the future in an accessible way. It is full of lines
of wisdom that will likely ring in my head for the rest of my life, hopefully retaining their accent.
For me, one of the most memorable things Harris says is “Nobody sane and normal should enjoy
watchin’ a cow in a feedlot, or a pig in a gestation crate, or a chicken in a battery cage,” not only does this
speak to the sickness of the system, and point to how sadness and stress permeate from factory farms, but
they way he draws out the words “sane and normal” make me want to imitate him over and over. I’m
tickled by his thick accent, but looking deeper, I realize it’s because I’ve been taught to associate it with
ignorance. My surprise at hearing so many words I associate either with academia or activism spoken by a
voice like his invites me to confront my prejudices.
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The in climax of the video, the quote after which it’s named, Harris lists off all the animals living
on the farm, after explaining how they all live together in symbiotic relationship, proclaiming that there
are 100,000 beating hearts on his farm at any given time. It’s beautiful.
In order to understand these tender and beautiful relationships people like Harris have to soften
their hearts and minds enough to be wrong, enough to learn new things. Although they may not call it
this, I believe that they are making the shift to operating out of a place of radical love. And that gives me
hope far beyond the practices of farming. Becasue I can see the softening, I have to believe that they
would be able to find it in their hearts to accept queer people like me too, and I realize that I must also
search for softening towards them. By slowly getting to know each other over time, as permaculture asks
us to, we can all experience shifts in our relationships to each other, and expand our capacity to love.
I ask myself what this means for decolonization, and although I do not have the answers, I think
the first steps are taken when we stop being so afraid of each other.

On Artist’s Block and Laying on the Forest Floor
“How are your paintings coming, by the way?” my mom asks, tender curiosity and pride in her voice, as
always.
“They’re not,” I say, almost-storming down the stairs to change my laundry.
I feel like crying. I am ashamed of and stressed about the slowness of my painting project
progression. I’ve started two paintings that I don’t want to finish. When I go in to the studio, I can only
paint for a few hours before I hit a wall over which I cannot seem to climb. I feel like I forgot all the skills
I gained, the ones I thought I was a natural at.
What I’ve realized in the past month is that I need to rediscover how to look at the world with a
painter’s eye. I’m sure there’s some lesson in that about outlook on the world and changing perspective, I
just haven’t been able to find it yet. I’ve been too busy looking across the lake and wishing I could
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communicate all the beauty I can see so clearly so far away, but could never capture on my phone camera
to bring back into the studio and reproduce with my paints. I’ve been seeing every leaf on the trees at the
horizon line, when I’m supposed to be painting the foreground.
And anyway, the things I find beautiful in the pictures I take do not seem to be correlated to the
messages I hope to send to the people that view my paintings. I want to talk about land. I want to talk
about the white-privilege it takes to become a farmer, even though it means signing up for a lifetime of
financial and physical stress. I want to ask what it means to experience that suffering on land that’s been
stolen in the first place, and if the healing will outweigh the hardship, and who’s healing and how? Is
healing real if it does not reach the original wounds? What does it look like to heal? And my list only
grows.
I want to paint about how the experience of generational farmers in the U.S. today is impacted by
the generations of pain from the way this country has been screwing over farmers—as if good food is not
one of our most precious resources, as if everyone did not need to eat to live. How farmers have the
highest rate of suicide by profession, but native people by race. How all of our liberation is deeply
connected.
I want people to have courageous conversations; to see when we are coming from a place of love
and solidarity we are stronger and braver; that people’s connection to the land is universal and from it
springs abundance. I want to teach one of my favorite song refrains, “draw the circle wide, draw it wider
still…” I want us to start seeing that circle as a spiral, always opening more and more until we are all
included. But there’s no way I can paint all that. None of those things are evident in my stockpile of
pictures of Lily Springs.
--Fast forward to late November. It’s a Friday at the farm, after a prolonged lunch filled with
informational videos and conversation. I am tired; a result of a long week with too little sleep. While my
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beloved coworkers, Kenny and Elle, create wood chips out of prickly ash, I wander down into the woods,
with the vague intention of lining trails with fallen logs. I tell myself that I must see where this trail leads
before I line it. I follow the trail to the point where I no longer wish to continue, where I know it begins to
loop back. Really, this whole time I have just been enjoying the views, walking slow. The more I look
around, the more opportunities I see to harvest fallen wood or knock over fallen trees to line the edge of
the lake trail. My progress on this project was cut short, however, by a headache setting in. After a while I
decided all I could do now was to lie down on the hill and look up at the trees. Grateful for my warm
winter gear, I lay, looking up into the trees and admiring how the low winter sun hit them differently at
different heights.
I was in a portion of the woods where the native oak woodland survived, a band of it looping
through the property, around the rows of pines standing uniform. Soon, I began to see many types of birds
go about their business in the canopy, a red squirrel, and, spectacularly, a bald eagle fly right through the
trees in front of me. As I lay I thought of the birds. I marveled at their work: all day every day spent
getting their food, and in the winter, how much harder that must be with the short days and the cold air. I
imagined what it might feel like if my life were like that. Slowly, I began to think that human lives maybe
are not so far from that anyway. Our entire lives center around working to obtain what we need. The
problem now is that we have lost sight of what it is we truly need.
I took a picture of the trees with the sun on them to paint. As I took it, I did my best to remember
what it looked like- -not to be confused with the photograph I would print from my phone. I wanted to
capture it how my eyes saw it, almost synonymous with how my heart felt as I looked. To do this, I
realized I needed to free myself up a bit. Since I have been looking too closely at the world, wanting to
reproduce every wonderful detail exactly, I eventually found that it would help me to look too closely at
other paintings instead. By taking a close-up view of a landscape painting, on instagram and in person,
one almost immediately discovers that leaves are rarely, if ever, individually drawn.
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My view as I lay.
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This semester, through the Instagram web I began following a local young woman landscape
painter. [@maddybradley] Her landscapes took my understanding even a few steps further than the blurry
leaves. They are interpretive and varied in style. She blessed me unknowingly by posting a side-by-side of
the picture from which she had painted and the finished painting, which was the first one I saw that drew
me to her. Only by knowing they were the same scene could I tell. That is how I learned the way I must
proceed: it became my hope to put down on paper an interpretation, not a recreation. I am here to
communicate the world how I have seen it, not exactly how it is. That’s what pictures are for. And the
lesson in all of this, that I thought I couldn’t find yet was that I needed other people to show me the way. I
am not meant to compare my creations to others’, nor forge a path in solitude with no map or guidance, as
I have been taught to. I remembered that I am not in competition but in collaboration, as it should be in all
aspects of life and with all beings.
The longer I lay and thought, the more I began to connect with the themes of my experiences this
semester. I thought of the hemp and the apple trees, and the birds and the farmers. I didn’t think of any of
the questions I asked or topics I had thought I wanted to paint. I only thought of the interreliance and
connectedness of it all. Of everything around me, and me. I thought of how the farmers with thick
southern accents are saying the same things I am, the same things Indegenious peoples have always said,
they’re just saying them with different words.
It is inherently human to strive for connection. We need it to live. We need the land to live; and
that is beyond any political differences or racialized strife. Although some of our ancestral wounds run
too deep for me to ever see healed, it does not mean I will not turn my face towards the rising sun healing.
I ended that day watching the sun set with Elle.
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Poem
The Softening
Allies does not mean friends.
Reparations.
Tonight tired feels like body aches and shaky hands
Not a warm blanket or a glimpse of the dream world
or the christmases of childhood.
Not sleepy,
Tired. -- Bone deep.
Black women, white women,
Womanhood.
What does being left outside mean?
We cannot all circle ‘round the same fire.
We all deserve to be warm.
I feel most things in my chest.
where my seatbelt crosses over my heart
When I sit a little taller,
where the strength of my shoulders comes from
I call it the softening,
what I’ve been feeling there, as the world freezes.
Sometimes I can see further than I’m supposed to.
But in my chest? Softening
Where I think about me
Where I think about the world
Where I think about black and white
and red and Human.

~ Emma Mathews-Lingen, December 2020
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Part II: reflections on the paintings
Lily Springs Farm is located on Dakota and Anishinaabe land. While viewing these paintings it’s
important to be connected, curious and reflective. I invite my viewer/reader to take pause and connect
with the land in whatever way is personal and comfortable.
When beginning to plan this project, I had a very different topic in mind but I knew I wanted to
do a painting project. As I was beginning work on the project during the fall semester of 2019, I was also
participating in an off-campus experiential learning program about environmental sustainability through
the organization HECUA. In conversation with Sam Grant, the professor who led that program, I ended
up deciding to change the theme of my project and center it around on my internship at the farm. This
might appear to be a consolidation, but it ended up being a really powerful synthesis of themes.
Beautifully, in the subsequent months, I found that most things in my life ended up relating to this project,
connecting in some way, directly or indirectly. I ended up expanding to find infinitely more connections
and looking more holistically at every experience of daily life in relationship to the ecosystem.

Kin Coming Home
During the fall season, the lake at Lily Springs is a very popular stop-over for migrating ducks
and geese. One day, after the abrupt turn towards winter cold had ended our frantic hemp harvest, the
farm staff took time out of the day to tell me and Miranda, the other intern, a lesson from Robin Wall
Kimmerer, an indigenous environmental biologist. The story they told was about Kimmerer explaining
that the use of “it” pronouns for non-human living things upholds the dehumanizing paradigm of
domination. She suggested using the pronoun ki, from her Potawatami language, for non-human beings.
She explained we already use its plural form: kin.
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My memories of the many lessons we learned at Lily Springs have combined, but I know the rest
of that day was taken up with either a lengthy nature walk that one might call a ramble, or a lesson about
honorably harvesting winter decorations from the land around us, guided by Kimmerer's writings, Read
aloud from Elle’s battered and beloved copy of Braiding Sweetgrass: “...Never take the first, never take
the last...” (p. 183). Either way, I remember that day as cold and wonderful.
The ducks and geese passing through all throughout the fall season was a wonder. The first time I
saw them flying in a large group, passing overhead on a much sunnier and warmer fall day, all I could do
was stop what I was doing completely to watch them. Later, as the ice slowly closed in around them while
they spent time on the lake, they would take off in hordes. The sound of all their wings beating together
was astonishing, intermingled with their calling out to each other, cheering each other on in their
journeys. One day, all of us were out in the field when the ducks took off like that, one group after the
other, and it was late enough in the season that I think we all got the sense it was time to say our final
goodbyes till next year. I do not remember if we literally waved to them and called out “good luck!” but I
do remember that my breath was taken away watching them go.
I spent the fall not only with Kimmerer’s wisdom about kin in my head, but also thinking of
adrienne maree brown’s fractals and Mary Oliver's iconic “Wild Geese,” every time I saw them fly.

Hemp Keeps Growing
This is a painting of a typical view found in the hemp field. Walking through the rows, one would
find many hemp plants who had toppled over, whether due to their own abundant weight or external
factors such as weather. Spending so much time amongst these plants, I came to feel quite fond of them,
proud of their resiliency (and later, perhaps a little exasperated by the tediousness of their harvest. Much
as one might feel towards close family members, or young cousins in need of babysitting).
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This view was one of my favorites, because looking down from above I could see all the beauty
hemp’s star-burst leaves, and their resilience in the face of being toppled. Finding themselves laying on
their sides, they simply begin growing in this new orientation, turning themselves back towards the sun.
Beneath the hemp plant in this painting you can also see the ground cover, less of a focus in the
image but just as important as the hemp itself; the health of the plant and the darkness of the soil, a
testament to it's hard work.

Monoculture Pines
During the beginning of the painting process, I experienced some artist’s block. This is one of the
paintings I was working on over the January-term, when I was relatively isolated, either in my apartment
or at the studio. The painting process ended up showing me very starkly that I work and learn best in
community with other people, and in conversations. I was not getting the opportunity to have those rich
conversations with classmates and colleagues that I’ve come to understand are what best fuel my work.
This understanding of what feeds me is also a good example of how the ecosystem extends into
our social lives: I found out that I do much better when I am surrounded by an ecosystem of friends,
colleagues, and mentors. The same is true of plants: the more biodiversity in a forest, the healthier and
more resilient the forest will be. There is research beginning to show how plants communicate with each
other via underground fungal networks, and help each other by sending nutrients back and forth.
I find this image very beautiful, but what it shows is a monoculture of red pines, planted years
ago, before Lily Springs, and never logged. The problem with this monoculture is that the pines cause the
soil to become very acidic, and that if one tree gets sick most, if not all, of them are likely to catch the
disease as well. This is why we need diversity—to build healthy soil and resiliency against illness, pests,
and other challenges.
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Walking through the pines every day I was at my internship, I took a lot of time to think about the
beauty of them all standing together juxtaposed with my knowledge that their being there was not the
healthiest option for the land. I came to understand that although they look nice, so do more diverse
forests. Red pines are not bad, but that does not mean we don't want to introduce more diversity, and
emphasize local ecosystems to create the healthiest land we can.
This knowledge is especially applicable to multiculturalism, anti-racism, and justice work.
Understanding how healthy forest ecology relies on diversity makes dismantling white supremacy easier.
I thought of the trees as people. The red pines would be healthier and safer with more diversity around
them. It’s easier to internalize a paradigm of equality and pluralism when we understand that our
communities will only be helped by diversity, not threatened by it.

Daikon Radish
This painting is one of my personal quintessential views of the farm, the top of a Daikon radish
growing in the field rows between the main hemp crop. Every time I looked down and saw this I couldn't
help but take a moment of appreciation for the beauty of the radish tops, not to mention all the other
plants around me. This painting serves as a reminder to pause and look more closely at the details of life.
Planting a mix of cover crops in the fields is a regenerative practice that builds soil quality
without using any artificially fixated fertilizers, and aids in carbon sequestration. The daikon radishes
grow down into the ground tap-root style, which helps with water infiltration and aerates the soil. Plus,
they are quite delicious to pick and eat. Clover is in the painting too. It functions as a nitrogen fixer,
removing nitrogen from the air and storing it in the soil where it helps the other plants to grow. Nitrogen
is a major component to the artificial fertilizers currently used in conventional agriculture practices, which
are washing down the tributaries and rivers en mass, causing the dead zone in the Gulf of Mexico. Clover,
among others, also provides flower-sustenance for the ever important bees.
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Perfect Teeth
This is an image of a coyote skull I found on the ramble we took through the woods one day, after
harvest. We went off the trail and far into the property, our first destination being an area where Drew
knew Coyotes stashed the bones of their prey. Being the city kid that I am, I was extremely excited when
I stumbled upon this skull, and proud of my find, originally planning to keep it. Later we found deer
bones stashed under and around a decomposing log. We dug them out, exploring them and speculating
what parts of the body they might be, before arranging them, mandala-like, atop the log. As we began to
move on, I felt that I couldn't, or shouldn’t take the skull with me, so I left him at the top of the log, his
natural habitat, watching over the other bones.
Months later, as I was doing this painting, I was thinking about a movie I watched with my mom
called Fantastic Fungi. Although this painting is of the remains of a mammal, not of mushrooms, I was
thinking of the mycelial networks under the leaves. On that walk, we moved the leaves aside and found
mycelium as well.
This image represents the comfort we can find in the circle of life, like the journal entry I made
all the way back in 2018. As farmers, we love this coyote for eating the gophers that threaten our fruit
trees, but seeing his skull also shows me that he got to go back into the soil and continue to feed life in a
totally different way. His transformation is facilitated by the fungi, and it’s another example of
interdependence, how we rely on the diversity of life.

Red Barn
The red barn is distinctive of the farm, and represents the center of human activity. This painting
is based on a picture I took from the back stoop of the old farmhouse during one of our all-class visits to
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Lily Springs. I think all of us noticed the moon that day, which had risen before the sun had set and was
already shining at us. This painting simply captures the beauty of the sky and the wonder of the place.
Even during the coldest darkest season, my classmate stands outside and looks at the sky in awe.
Meanwhile we are blessed to be warm inside the farmhouse, and the birdhouse on a pole invites our kin to
come and dwell with us.
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